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Melissa Rosen: Welcome everybody. Welcome to Sharsheret's Shalom Shabbat program. I am 
going to stop the share so you can see us. Perfect. Welcome. My name is 
Melissa Rosen and I'm the director of training and education at Sharsheret. And 
I want to thank my colleagues, Rachel Teisha and Sarah Eagle for being here 
today to make this program run smoothly and be a success. We are always 
grateful for an opportunity to reconnect with you and to recenter. And we've 
found, and I'm sure you have too, that as we deal with this ongoing and as it 
appears renewed isolation during this difficult time, these opportunities are 
more important than ever. Before we get going, just a few housekeeping notes. 
I want to thank our sponsors for today's program. ASI, GSK, Susan G Komen of 
greater New York City, Merck and [inaudible 00:01:13]. 

 You may have noticed you were muted on today's program. Please stay on mute 
so that you can clearly hear today's presenters. As always, and I saw there've 
been a couple of questions about this already, this program will be recorded. Of 
course, no faces or names will be on the recording, but if you wish to turn your 
video off for privacy now, that option exists. You can do that by clicking the dots 
next to your square, and you can choose to rename yourself that way as well. 
And that's an easy way to do that. You will be notified when the recording and 
the transcript of today's program is posted on the Sharsheret website. Please 
feel free to share that link with anyone who may be interested. Shalom Shabbat, 
however you celebrate and whatever your experience with Shabbat is or has 
been, we can all use an opportunity to recenter ourselves in the midst of 
treatment, survivorship, the pandemic, or honestly just the normal chaos of a 
life well lived. 

 And that's what today is all about. Together, we'll explore different paths to 
healing, including song and poetry and how they can enhance both Shabbat and 
life as a whole. And we'll each come away with a bit of inspiration for the week 
ahead. As I've mentioned in previous programs, there's always some level of 
chaos in life. Work, family, volunteer commitments. And of course, for those of 
us who have faced cancer or are dealing with survivorship, there's even more 
chaos. There really is. Physical, emotional, even spiritual. We all need a break. 
We need an opportunity to take a deep breath. It's absolutely critical for not 
only our health, but also our happiness. And yet, in addition to all this chaos, the 
world has given us an opportunity to take a breath from it. A mandatory pause. 
By the way, mental health professionals have recommended taking time to 
pause from normal life on a regular basis. 

 And the Jewish tradition gives us just that, a weekly pause. Simply an 
opportunity to rest and regroup each week. To focus on what's important and 
what gives our lives meaning. And that's different for each one of us on the 
screen today. Could be family, health, something else entirely. And how we 
celebrate that pause or recognize that pause is different for each of us too. 
Some of us celebrate traditionally. Others have found innovative ways to make 
Shabbat meaningful. Some prepare elaborate meals, others choose takeout, 
dinner or pizza as a break in cooking. Some attend services, at least when we 
can and we're not in a pandemic. Others spend time in nature or specifically 
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plan family activities. Each person celebrates in a way that is meaningful to 
them. And that makes us a beautiful, a beautiful collaborative group in front of 
us. 

 But I wanted to encourage no matter what you do, each one of us to mark this 
time. Whether this is something you do every week, something you're just 
exploring now, whether you celebrate traditionally, whether you find some 
amazing, innovative way to mark the day, it's important to take that time, to 
make ourselves and our families a priority. 

 I want to encourage you to give yourself the gift of that time, dedicated to 
renewal. Okay. I am actually so incredibly pleased to introduce today's guest, 
Maya Bernstein. Maya is a breast cancer survivor herself, and a Sharsheret 
caller. She teaches leadership and facilitation at Georgetown University and also 
teaches at Yeshivat Maharat. Maya is a singer, a songwriter, and a poet, as you 
will see today. She will be sharing two of her poems and one of her songs with 
us. She will also be speaking about how music and writing were an unexpected 
source of healing for her. Maya, welcome, and the floor is yours. 

Maya: Thank you, Melissa. Thank you, Rachel and Sarah and Sharsheret. I'm going to 
start by sharing a poem called I'm Tired of Terror and Despair. And before I 
share it, I'll just let you know that the quote I'm tired of terror and despair 
comes from the work of a poet named Marilyn Hacker. And if you're interested, 
her poetry in general is very moving and powerful, but she herself is a breast 
cancer survivor and has a collection called cancer winter, which I highly 
recommend. And this poem has a pantoum, which is a kind of poem in 
quatrains, four lines per stanza, where the second and fourth lines of one stanza 
are then echoed as the first and third in the next stanza. So you'll hear a lot of 
repetition. It's called I'm Tired of Terror and Despair. 

 I'm tired of terror and despair and having to be brave. I want the dull unmarked 
life with eyelashes and hair. I want days and nights that are unexceptional. I 
don't want to keep on having to be brave. I want the dull of morning honey tea 
with milk of dishes in the sink. I want days and nights of unexceptional problems 
like lost keys or pens run out of ink, not like that morning tea untouched by the 
sink. When I learned I had a problem more grave than pens or keys. I hadn't an 
inkling when the Oncotype came in, no way to save that dreadful morning. 

 I had a grave bitter road of brutal loss ahead. The unexpected Oncotype meant I 
couldn't save either breast, my innocence or the hair on my head. It's never 
over. The losses still ahead interrupt my work, my love, my sleep, whatever 
innocence I have left. My head full of the memory of my own warm milk. I weep 
my love. My work, my sleep will never be free of terror and despair. I piled milky 
dishes in the sink. I weep, I weep. Don't be fooled into thinking mine is an 
unmarked life with eyelashes and hair. 

Melissa Rosen: Wow, thank you for sharing something so personal and so strong and so 
impactful. That really moved me. As Maya continues to share her music and 
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poetry and a bit of her story, including what surprised her on the path to healing 
and what helped, please give some thought about what surprised you, what 
provided you strength, comfort in healing. We've definitely discussed this 
before. It's so important. Healing from cancer, that experience is physical. We 
know this. And it's also emotional. Eventually that becomes clear too. For some, 
it is also spiritual. How has cancer impacted my place in the world? My 
priorities, my commitments. 

 The cancer experience itself can include all three aspects, physical, emotional, 
and spiritual. So it only stands to reason that the healing process will contain 
those aspects as well. If you are comfortable, please share your thoughts in the 
chat box about what surprised you most about the healing process. What 
helped you unexpectedly? It could be the physical healing. We encourage also 
emotional and spiritual healing. Now we're going to play a song, Maya's song, 
called Rafino. Once we've heard it, Maya will speak about the meaning of the 
song and how writing it was a healing experience in and of itself. 

 (singing). 

Maya: Hi, I'm Maya. I can't see all your faces, but I'm imagining all of your faces and I'm 
grateful you're all here. And [inaudible 00:14:39] I want to say again to all of 
you, how grateful I am for your support. And I want to also thank my family and 
my friends. I have a mentor who says that adulting doesn't mean that you face 
things alone once you reach a certain age. It means that you know who to ask 
for help and how to ask for help and when to ask for help. And there's no 
question that the humility of needing so much help throughout my cancer 
journey has been a reminder of what a blessing it is when you ask for help and 
you feel so alone and so afraid to have somebody answer that help. So I'm 
grateful to be sharing some of my journey with you. 

 And I realize as I'm beginning to talk with you that this is my first time really 
talking about my cancer experience. So I'm feeling that sense of nervousness. 
And I think that I'm sharing that it's my first time talking about it because I've 
noticed as I've progressed into survivorship, whatever that part of the journey 
means, that in some ways it feels easier to stuff the cancer experience into a 
bag, tie it up in knot, put at the bottom of a closet, under lots of stuff and to 
move on, right? My hair has grown back and my eyelashes. And I'm still 
undergoing hormone therapy. I was diagnosed two years ago. But in many ways 
I feel back, whatever back means, right, to normal life. And I think we face this 
actually also with COVID. I want to encourage myself and maybe all of us not to 
feel the need to go back. Not to go back, but to go forward. And sometimes 
that's harder and more painful. 

 So I want to share a little bit about my cancer journey. And then as Melissa was 
saying, how writing and music have really helped me on my healing path. So I 
was diagnosed with stage two breast cancer two years ago in August of 2019. I 
was 41 years old. I actually found the lump on my own and went to get it 
checked out on the afternoon that my family was supposed to fly to Israel for 
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two bar mitzvahs. And I told my daughter who was busy packing, I'll be home in 
half an hour. Just running out to an appointment. I'll be back. And as it became 
clear that something was going on and I went from one office to another office 
and they were actually able to do a lot of the testing, even the biopsy that day. I 
ended up staying probably seven or eight hours. 

 She kept texting me. What should I pack? How come you're not home? And this 
thing that, I have this memory of sort of falling into, at the time I thought it was 
the Twilight zone where it's something that normally would bother me like an 
appointment taking an extra hour, in my busy life, which would drive me crazy, 
suddenly that didn't matter. And it didn't matter that we had to cancel flights 
that we had bought months before, and rearrange our entire schedule. I was 
suddenly operating and my family was suddenly operating on an entirely 
different plane of existence. 

 And I think at the time, and even in the beginning, when I was making all these 
decisions and meeting doctors, I felt like, okay, I'm operating in this weird 
Twilight zone area, but soon I'll come back to the normal plane of life. And as I 
had to face all of the different aspects of my treatment, I had a double 
mastectomy. And as you heard from the poem, my Oncotype was higher than 
we had hoped, which meant that I needed chemo. And I did ACT chemo, 16 
rounds, 12 Taxol, and four of the AC. I had a cold cap that kept a lot of my hair 
for a lot of that time. And now I'm doing hormone therapy. 

 And as I progressed through that experience, I realized that this normal plane of 
life was just one plane of life. And it wasn't that I had dropped into this not 
normal plane of life for this Twilight zone, but that I had simply entered another 
corridor through which we can walk through the world. And I stopped wanting 
to go back to that first corridor. Of course I wanted to be healthy. But I think for 
the first time in my life, I was forced to face stillness, to face quiet. I have five 
children. My husband [inaudible 00:19:50] is here on the call by my side the 
whole time. And as we all know, the people we love go through this journey 
with us. And I really feel that there was a blessing in facing the quiet and being 
thrust into this other corridor. 

 I spent time meditating and doing visualizations and taking walks. And I'm the 
kind of person who is an athlete. And usually I run and I'm fast and I'm doing a 
million things. And I did so much less. And that's when the music and the poetry 
started coming through me. And I really felt that it came through me, the music 
in particular. I've always played the piano. But I would sit at the piano and I 
would hear music and I would play it. And I felt that I had gotten quiet enough 
to hear so much of what was actually always inside me. So I think of less that 
the illness and the treatment and the suffering resulted in creativity. And it's 
more that the illness and the suffering and the treatment and the pain opened 
another aspect of living. It was another experience in life. 

 And by opening that particular aspect of living, other aspects of my life were 
forced to quiet down. And in the quiet I met a deeper part, or maybe even a 
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more true or a more real part of who I am, and allowed it to come through. And 
choosing to hear it was also a choice. I think that I could have gotten busy or I 
could have made more noise. And it felt very frightening to listen to those songs 
and then to capture them on my little iPhone when I was playing the piano. And 
then the version that you heard was actually recorded with a phenomenal 
artists named Noah Solomon, which is why the song sounds so incredible. Noah 
Solomon is a professional Jewish musician. He sings with Soul Farm and he, 
during the pandemic taught himself to be a producer of music and came with 
his mask to my house with a contraption that recorded me playing the piano 
and singing. 

 And then he left my house, went back to his house and in his living room added 
guitar and drums and harmonies. So it's really incredible how he really turned 
these melodies into music. But the ability to quiet ourselves enough to hear it, 
honor what's coming through us and then being willing to share it, I think is part 
of that living in that vulnerable space that we're forced to live in when we deal 
with the cancer diagnosis. But I think that's the condition of human life. It's just 
that it's easier to ignore that condition when we're not facing illness. 

 So I'll just share that the words of that song [foreign language 00:22:55] come 
from a traditional Jewish prayer, the [foreign language 00:22:59] prayer, the 
silent prayer, which is sort of the heart of the daily morning Shahareet service. 
And [foreign language 00:23:10], the words in that song and in the prayer, 
[foreign language 00:23:11]. Heal us and we will be healed, save us and we will 
be saved. And that idea of being in dialogue really spoke to me. I guess, full 
circle to how I started, that we're not alone. We can feel very alone. Nobody 
else feels what we feel in our bodies when we go through this experience. And 
in that sense, we are alone. 

 But there are so many inner resources we have and so many outer resources we 
have. And so the [foreign language 00:23:49] that dialogue that back and forth 
of I am in this with others. Others are affected by this. Others are affecting me. 
And even when I am most alone, I can reach out and stay connected. That's the 
prayer I was trying to evoke. So thank you for listening. And I pray for 
everybody's [foreign language 00:24:12] for everybody's full, complete healing. 
And for a year of health and wholeness for all the people in this world who need 
it. 

Melissa Rosen: The people who I work with at [inaudible 00:24:28] will tell you, I'm very rarely 
without words. But listening to your poetry, your song, and your story has been 
so impactful to me as a survivor myself. And I am sure to others who are on 
today's program. We asked people to share a bit about what has been healing 
for them. And if you still want to share, there's absolutely time to do that. We 
have a few people in the chat who did share. I'll tell you, including stuff that I 
wrote. I'm happy to share two things. And then Rachel might share some other 
things. 
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 I did say that writing was helpful to me, unexpectedly so, and even if you don't 
consider yourself a writer, I found it helpful. I know journaling works for a lot of 
people, and that was great. Another thing that really helped me was re-
imagining and reframing traditional prayer. Whatever faith tradition you come 
from, just that everything seemed to take on different meetings when I was 
going through cancer. And so it only stood to reason that prayer were too, And I 
had to do a lot of reframing and re-imagining to make itself meaningful to me 
during that time. Rachel, I did see a couple of other things. Would you like to 
share? 

Rachel: Yes. And I just want to say also, I have a smile on my face only because I am just 
so amazed by you, Maya. You are just incredible. And I feel honored to know 
you and have been any part of this experience and journey with you. And really, 
you just said everything so perfectly, and you're just so relatable and sweet. And 
I see this message that came in here that somebody wrote that kind of just says 
it perfectly. They wrote that, they say that we face illness in the exact same way 
we face the rest of life. And that is why Maya has been healing for me. The 
honesty, strength, song, creativity, and sensitivity with which she walks this path 
is a [foreign language 00:26:50] for all of us finding our way. Thank you, dear 
sweet Maya. And you know what, exactly, that's just the perfect word. So I can 
understand how you've probably helped many. And you might not even realize. 

 Another person shared that they found meditation improved their relationship 
with God. And she said, she heard that when you said, we don't have to walk 
through this, she heard you, when you said we don't have to walk through this 
alone. And that is true. I know other women have shared with me as well, even 
simple things like coloring, drawing, things like that that seems silly. Things you 
haven't done since you were a child maybe are just this nice peaceful 
distraction. I know a lot of people share that they find that helpful. And a lot of 
people also share meditations, which we do have. So if anybody is interested, 
we have a lot of Sharsheret resources that I, myself, as one of the social workers 
here at Sharsheret would be more than happy to share with you and help any of 
you through this journey and this experience as well. 

Melissa Rosen: [inaudible 00:27:52] Rachel. I just want to point out that today we spoke a lot 
about spiritual healing, and I'm glad because there aren't a lot of places that 
that type of healing can be done. But there are other types, as well as the 
reminder and some of the meditations we have are spiritual or even religious in 
nature and some are absolutely not. So that's more your need at the moment, 
that's absolutely, we have all different kinds. Before we conclude, I'm excited to 
be able to have Maya share one additional piece of poetry. This one is called 
Akeda. 

Maya: Okay. Akeda. And Akeda means sacrifice. And it specifically refers to the binding 
of Isaac in the Bible. Akeda. This year, not only did I bring you my inner most 
hopes and fears, my most fervent prayers, my purest voice lifted in song, tears 
streaming down my cheeks, but also my breasts. I placed them on your crowded 
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altar, squeezing them in at the edge and wondered if the smell of the blood and 
the milk and the smoke rising heavenward might be enough for you this year. 

Melissa Rosen: That is also just such amazing imagery and such meaning. Again, not a lot of 
words. As we conclude, I want to remind you that Sharsheret is here for you. 
We have many exciting programs being planned, but I want to share two 
particular things with you today. We're currently recording a social media 
message for Rosh Hashanah, and it actually sort of is a beautiful segue from all 
that Maya has shared. For those of you who do celebrate, it will be about 
actually finding comfort in the Una Tana Tocaf. That is the piece of liturgy for 
the high holidays that talks about who shall live and who shall die, which is a 
difficult piece in general, but particularly difficult for those of us who have faced 
cancer. So be on the lookout for that in a couple of weeks. 

 And by the way, if you don't follow Sharsheret on social media, this is the 
perfect time to do so so you don't miss that message. And the other thing I 
wanted to let you know about is our next Shalom Shabbat program, which is 
scheduled for Friday, October 6th, and is part of our Sharsheret summit for 
breast and ovarian cancer awareness month. And we have a really unique 
program planned for that Shalom Shabbat, a little different than we often do, 
and registration will be available soon for this event. 

 And of course our wonderful, dedicated team of social workers, including Rachel 
and our genetic counselor are here to help you address any concerns. Please 
don't hesitate to reach out and there'll be contacted information in the chat 
box. Once again, I want to share my deep thanks to Maya for sharing herself 
with us today. Right. Not just her poetry and her song, but herself. And I want to 
thank each and every one of you for joining us today, I am wishing you a 
Shabbat filled with quiet, with joy and with comfort. A Shabbat filled with 
Shalom. Thank you very much. Bye bye. 
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